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ality,	 the	 starting	 point	 of	 the	 Fantasy	 [of	 the	





The Literariness of Topic Modeling 
This	short	paper	reports	on	the	progress	of	my	at-
tempt	to	construct	a	reading	of	topic	modeling	using	
state-of-the-art	 literary	 criticism.	 I	 argue	 that	 domi-
nant	digital	humanities	understandings	of	topic	mod-
els	 assume	 some	 of	 the	 characteristics	 of	 literature	
most	essential	to	twentieth-century	criticism	–	coun-
ter-factuality,	a	mediated	form	that	is	ultimately	sepa-









derstand.	 Drawing	 on	 work	 by	 Stephen	 Ramsay,	 Jo-
hanna	 Drucker,	 Alan	 Liu,	 and	 others	 that	 theorizes	
continuities	 between	 the	 values	 of	 literary	 criticism	












of	 meaning	 creation	 (See	 Buurma	 and	 Hefferman,	
2014)	Topic	modeling	has	the	potential	for	helping	us	










Fictionality and the Topic Model  
The	past	few	years	have	seen	the	rapid	populariza-
tion	 of	 topic	 modeling	 among	 humanist	 scholars	 in	
general,	and	among	scholars	of	literature	in	particular	
(see	 Blei,	 2014;	 Erlin,	 2014;	 Goldstone	 and	 Under-
wood,	 2014;	 Laudun	 and	 Goodwin,	 2013;	 Meeks,	























inconsequential	 interpretive	 choices	 we	make	when	
we	choose	chunk	and	clean	documents,	apply	stoplists,	
select	 a	 number	 of	 topics	 to	 train,	 and,	 most	 im-














resemble	 “concepts,”	 “discourses,”	 or	 “fields.”"	 He	 is	







ing.	This	 is	not	surprising;	 the	assumption	 that	 topic	
models	are	a	realist	genre	is	pervasive	in	literature	on	
topic	modeling,	 literary	 and	 otherwise	 (for	 example,	
Airoldi	et	al,	2015,	describe	good	topics	with	the	exam-
ple	of	 “trout	 fish	 fly	 fishing	water	 angler	 stream	rod	
flies	 salmon…”	 explaining	 that	 the	 topic	 “is	 specific.	
There	is	a	clear	focus	on	words	related	to	the	sport	of	
trout	fishing.	It	is	coherent.	All	of	the	words	are	likely	
to	 appear	 near	 one	 another	 in	 a	 document.	 Some	
words–water,	 fly–	 are	 ambiguous	 and	 may	 occur	 in	
other	contexts,	but	they	are	appropriate	for	this	con-
text.	It	is	concrete).	Yet	if	we	relieve	ourselves	of	this	








formations,	 and	 the	 algorithm	 that	 generates	 topic	
models	 is	based	on	the	enabling--but	crucially,	coun-
terfactual--"assumption	that	documents	have	multiple	
topics."	 (Boyd-Graber	et	al.,	2015).	By	 looking	at	 the	
documents	we	offer	it,	the	algorithm	generates	topics	
that,	 in	 given	 proportions,	 compose	 each	 document.	
(Or,	rather,	it	generates	the	probability	that	a	certain	
percentage	 of	 words	 in	 every	 given	 document	 were	




certain	 sense,	 fictions.	 Topics	 are	 things	 that	 might	
have	existed	–	but	didn’t!	-	given	the	existence	of	the	














ever	 topic	models	are	often	able	 to	 learn	meaningful	
and	sensible	models."	(2014:	15).	Using	a	few	targeted	
examples	 drawn	 from	 topic	 models	 of	 corpuses	 of	
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